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Humor is itself entertaining and relaxing, however, to study it requires 
painstaking efforts. Humor studies have been carried out for centuries through various 
angles. Three traditional theories of humor, i.e. superiority/disparagement theory, 
incongruity theory and relief theory, each implies the importance of context to humor 
appreciation. 
Humor, especially verbal humor is language-specific and culture-specific. The 
specific information that is well-known to natives often becomes default information. 
It can be easily retrieved by natives but becomes an obstacle to humor appreciation for 
target language readers if it remains default in translation. So the task of the translator 
is to reconstruct cultural defaults and solve cultural barriers for humor appreciation, 
thus recreate humorous effects.  
Relevance theory is first put forward by Dan Sperber and Dierdre Wilson. 
Relevance theory provides a sound explanation for the balance between processing 
effort and cognitive effect, which accounts for humor appreciation, cultural default and 
translation. The addressee is willing to spend more cognitive effort to achieve the more 
covert interpretation in pursuit of extra effect, i.e. humor. The addresser tries his best to 
save the addressee’s cognitive effort, which results in cultural default. The addresser 
always tries to save the addressee’s cognitive effort which makes default inevitable. 
Thus the translator doesn’t have to translate humor strictly in the semantically faithful 
way. The translator just needs to achieve similar humorous effect. Then the author 
proposes several ways to deal with cultural default in humor translation. 
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This thesis has arisen directly from a translation of a piece of humor, which 
inspires the author to probe the role of context, especially cultural context, in humor 
understanding and the transit of cultural default in humor translation on the basis of 
relevance theory. 
 
0.1 Reasons for choosing this study 
Humor is pointed and scathing; humor is gentle and sympathetic. It is more than 
merely amusing; it reveals something about ourselves, teaches us about our world, or 
awakens us to new possibilities, predicaments, or fresh point of view. Humor is so 
amazing that lots of scholars, from ancient times to the present, at home and abroad, 
try to shed light on it. Angles of appreciating humor are various. It is discussed from 
the view of literature, art, psychology, sociology, pragmatics, linguistics, etc. However 
a unanimously satisfying account of humor is still lacking, a study of humor in view of 
translation is all the scarcer.  
Humor interpretation usually involves the understanding of two levels of meaning: 
literal meaning and implied meaning. It is generally easy to capture literal meaning 
since it comes directly from the language itself, but quite difficult to secure implied 
meaning. Lots of humor understanding involves imaging context. Context knowledge 
especially cultural knowledge is very important to verbal humor understanding and 
translation, but is often an obstacle to humor understanding for foreign readers and 
therefore is an obstacle to translation.  
Considering the above situation, this paper attempts to apply relevance theory to 
humor understanding and translation. It points out that humor understanding depends, 
to a large degree, on context, therefore in the translation of humor, special attention 
should be paid to the conveyance of original context, especially cultural context, which 
has been a long-time headache for humor translation. It gives tentative suggestions to 
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0.2 Brief introduction of this thesis 
Since this paper studies a relevance theoretical account of humor translation, it 
consists of researches made into humor, the essential concepts in the relevance theory 
and humor translation with a relevance-theoretic approach. 
This thesis consists of four chapters: Chapter 1 is a short introduction of humor, 
including nature of humor, types of humor, humor theories, recent researches of humor, 
the influence of culture context over humor and humor translation. This chapter 
attempts to specify the type of humor studied in this thesis and points out that three 
traditional humor theories imply the importance of cultural context. Then recent humor 
researches abroad and at home are described to give a nearer look at humor. This 
chapter exemplifies the four important elements of cultural context to show that 
cultural context is important to humor understanding. This chapter also points out 
difficulties facing humor translation by showing the existence of cultural difference 
and cultural default. Researches done on humor translation are also briefly mentioned. 
Chapter 2 is a short introduction of relevance theory, covering topics such as 
communicative mode, context, informative intention and communicative intention, 
cognitive environment and mutual manifestness etc. It also gives an account of humor 
and cultural default from the angle of relevance theory. This chapter tries to solve two 
questions: why context is important to humor understanding and why cultural default 
is essential to humor translation. Chapter 3 is a short introduction of 
relevance-theoretic approach to translation, dealing with translation as communication, 
direct translation and indirect translation, maximal convergence, and conveyance of 
cultural context. This chapter tries to solve the question how to deal with cultural 
default in the process of translation with practical suggestions that can be adopted 
when translating humor. Chapter 4 is an application of the suggestions. This chapter 
tries to give examples of several humor translations and translation criticism. It also 
discusses the translatability of verbal humor and qualifications that a verbal humor 
translator needs. The conclusion summarizes the present study and points out that more 
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Chapter 1  Humor 
 
1.1 What is humor? 
Humor is the crystallization of wisdom, knowledge and resourcefulness. Humor is 
the lubricant of family life. Humor is like a chemical element that turns hostility into 
friendship. It can make light of a problem and relieve people of unnecessary concern. 
Humor can even be used in paradoxical therapy.  
But what is humor? Too many people try to define humor to answer this question. 
However, humor is incredibly difficult. Almost every major figure in the history of 
philosophy has proposed a theory, but after 2500 years of discussion there has been 
little consensus about what constitutes humor. “There is no single definition of humor 
acceptable to all investigators in the area” (Goldstein & McGhee, 1983: xxi). Schaeffer 
(1981: 86) says that it is impossible to define humor.  
The absence of a unified definition of humor does not entail that people know 
nothing about humor. Attempts to define and explain humor have been made 
unremittingly. “Nearly 30 years ago, no less than 80 definitions were put forth in the 
professional literature and since then about another 30 have been added” (Ziv, 1998: 
2). 
The term humor derives from the humoral medicine of the ancient Greeks. By 
extension, “humour” in the 16th century came to denote an unbalanced mental 
condition, a mood or unreasonable caprice, or a fixed folly or vice. The more proper 
definition of humor for the present purpose is something that arouses amusement, 
laughter etc., or the capacity for recognizing, reacting to or expressing something that 
is amusing, funny etc. (Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English 1998). 
 
1.2 Types of humor 
There has been wide spread disagreement throughout centuries about how many 
kinds of humor exist. There are different ways to divide humor types. Differentiating 
by the special techniques used for evoking humor, humor can be divided into irony, 
joke, riddle, word play, bathos, sight gags, faking stupidity, visual humor etc. (from 













Cultural Default in Verbal Humor Translation from the View of Relevance Theory 
 4
of linguistic skills, and verbal jokes, i.e. humor comes from the use of concepts 
expressed (王勇, 2001: 24). 
Here we can borrow Henri Bergson’s classification of the comic. According to 
him, “most of the varieties of the comic …were produced through the medium of 
language” (Bergson, www.authorama.com). Thus, the comic expressed by language 
should be differentiated from the comic created by language. As the comic expressed 
by language could “if necessary, be translated from one language into another” (ibid). 
The comic created by language “is generally impossible to translate”, because “It owes 
its entire being to the structure of the sentence or to the choice of the words… It lays 
stress on lapses of attention in language itself. In this case, it is language itself that 
becomes comic”(ibid). Thus we can divide humor into two types: situational humor or 
language humor (王勇, 2001: 24). Situational humor is the kind of humor that is based 
on a concrete situation that itself is humorous. It includes pantomime, farce, cartoon, 
caricature, slapstick, practical joke etc. For example, if someone stumbles while 
walking, it is humorous to say, “Walk much?” “First day on your new feet?” “How's 
the weather down there?”  
Language humor is the kind of humor that is based on the structure of the 
sentence or the choice of words. It may be written or spoken, including puns, riddles, 
and some limericks etc. There is one example to illustrate language humor. 
“Willie,” said his mother, “I wish you would run across the street and see how old 
Mrs. Brown is this morning.” 
“Yes,” replied Willies, and a few minutes later he returned and reported: “Mrs. 
Brown says it’s none of your business how old she is” (刘明阁, 1989: 125). 
In this piece of language humor, “how old Mrs. Brown is?” has two feasible 
interpretations, one is to ask Mrs. Brown’s age and the other is to ask Mrs. Brown’s 
physical condition. The structure of the sentence makes it ambiguous, which in turn 
makes humor happen. 
The subject of this thesis is language humor that means verbal humor or verbal 
humor written down for the special purpose of research. Thus in this thesis language 
humor equals verbal humor. The objective of this thesis is to analyze ways to transit 
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